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Congress Overrides Medicare 
Improvement Veto

This week Congress voted to override President 
Bush’s veto of the Medicare Improvements for Pa-
tients and Providers Act.

The improvements ensure that seniors will continue 
to have access to doctors they know and trust by pre-
venting Medicare payment cuts for physicians. The 
new law also enhances Medicare preventative and 
mental health benefits, and improves and extends 
low-income assistance programs for Medicare ben-
eficiaries. 

Much of the district I represent is rural and these 
changes will go a long way in protecting access to 
care in these areas.  People in rural areas will see 
great benefits because the legislation does the fol-
lowing:

            •	Improves Payments for Sole Community 
and Critical Access Hospitals Requires CMS to use 
updated data when setting reimbursement rates for 
sole community hospitals. This will mean, in most 
cases, an increase in payments to these facilities. 
Also directly increases payments for critical access 
hospitals, particularly for critical lab services such as 
blood testing and other diagnostic services. 

            •	Extends FLEX Grants for Health Care in 
Rural Communities The Medicare Rural Hospital 
Flexibility Program provides grants that rural health 
care providers can use to improve the quality of care 
facilities provide, and to strengthen healthcare net-
works. Funds can be used for services ranging from 
ambulance transport to the development of small lo-
cal hospitals. MIPPA will extend the FLEX Grant 
program through 2010, and will add a new compo-
nent making mental health services more accessible 
to rural veterans and rural residents. 

            •	Improves Access to Ambulance Services 
Increases Medicare payments for ground ambulance 
services in rural areas by 3 percent. Also protects 
rural air ambulance providers by requiring more 
consideration of a physician’s recommendation for 
air ambulance services when Medicare seeks justi-
fication for the expense, and by stopping payment 
cuts to rural providers who have been reclassified as 
urban air ambulance providers. 

            •	Extends Expiring Rural Provisions The 
Medicare Modernization Act of 2003 created a num-
ber of provisions benefiting rural providers, several 
of which are expiring this year. This law extends 

those provision including payments for rural physicians. Prior to 2003, the Medicare 
reimbursement formula penalized doctors for practicing in rural areas by paying them 
less for their work, even though they have the same training as their urban counterparts. 
This provides an 18-month extension that sets a “floor,” or minimum payment adjust-
ment to compensate physicians. 

            •	Improves Access to Telehealth Services When medical facilities are few and 
far between, and fewer providers serve a larger region, Telemedicine can bring far-
away resources close to rural seniors in need. This law will make Telehealth services 
to seniors available through Medicare at a greater number of health facilities, including 
hospital-based renal dialysis facilities, skilled nursing facilities and community mental 
health centers.

            •	Retains Access to Medicare Advantage The vast majority of rural beneficiaries 
continue to receive care under the traditional Medicare Fee-For-Service program. Only 
6 percent of rural beneficiaries join Medicare Advantage, most of whom have joined 
private fee-for-service plans (PFFS). While this law requires that PFFS plans in coun-
ties with several plan choices must create provider networks, PFFS plans in rural areas 
without other plan options can continue to operate as they do today. 

Next week the federal minimum wage will rise from $5.85 to $6.55 an hour. In North 
Carolina, it will mean an increase from $6.15 to $6.55 per hour.

This is the result of legislation enacted by Congress in May 2007 that will raise the 
minimum wage from $5.15 to $7.25 an hour over a two-year period. The increase in 
the minimum wage to $7.25 an hour over two years will benefit 12.4 million workers 
across the country – both directly and indirectly --- including 611,000 workers in North 
Carolina. 

For ten years, the minimum wage was frozen at $5.15 an hour. This was the longest pe-
riod in the history of the minimum wage law that minimum wage workers failed to get 
an increase. As a result, minimum wage workers fell further and further behind.

The minimum wage legislation enacted by Congress in 2007 increases the minimum 
wage from $5.15 to $7.25 an hour, in three steps, over two years. Under the legislation, 
the minimum wage was increased from $5.15 to $5.85 on July 24, 2007; will increase 
to $6.55 on July 24, 2008; and will increase to $7.25 on July 24, 2009. The increase to 
$7.25 an hour will mean an additional $4,400 per year for a minimum wage worker’s 
family – helping them to try to keep up with rising costs.

Raising the minimum wage is a key step in working to strengthen the economy for all 
Americans, not just for the privileged few.   
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Minimum Wage Increase Kick In

Domestic Oil and Natural Gas Production Legislation Stalls
While legislation aimed at lowering energy prices by increasing domestic oil and natu-
ral gas production was approved by a House majority, it failed to get the two-thirds vote 
needed to pass. 

The House voted 244 to 173 in favor of the Drill Responsibly in Leased Lands Act 
of 2008 (DRILL Act), H.R. 6515, leaving the bill 46 votes short of passage. The bill 
promoted the responsible domestic production of oil and natural gas, particularly in 20 
million acres of the National Petroleum Reserve-Alaska. 

Currently, there are 68 million acres of federal land already leased by oil companies for 
energy production but are now but sitting idle. That means that 75% of the leased public 
lands are sitting idle. 

This bill would push for increased domestic production by:

         o	 speeding development of the National Petroleum Reserve-Alaska (NPR-A) by 
requiring the Secretary of Interior to offer at least one lease sale annually in the NPR-
A; 

         o	 reinstating the Alaskan export ban that was in place from 1973 to 1995. It was 
imposed to ensure that American oil helps the American people. In 2000, about 7% of 
crude oil production from the Alaskan North Slope was exported to South Korea, Japan, 
and China;

         o	 incorporating a “Use It or Lose It” approach on oil and natural gas leases. This 
simply requires oil producers to drill on the leases they already have or relinquish them 
so that another company can produce the oil there; 

         o	 calling on the President to use the powers of his office to facilitate the comple-
tion of oil pipelines into the NPR-A and to facilitate the construction of an Alaska 
natural gas pipeline to the continental United States to move the product to market.  The 
Alaska natural gas pipeline could create up to 100,000 jobs. 

Energy Efficient Buildings
The House Energy and Commerce Committee’s Subcommittee on Energy and Air 
Quality held a hearing this week focused on the potential for making American build-
ings more energy efficient as part of the strategy for reducing energy consumption and 
greenhouse gases.  

According to the Department of Energy, buildings are responsible for 39 percent of U.S. 
energy consumption. They consume 10 percent of global energy and are responsible for 
a similar percentage of global greenhouse gas emissions. Building efficiency technol-
ogy is already on the shelf, and in many cases represents an inexpensive means of mak-
ing major reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.  

At the start of the hearing, I made the following opening statement:

As we proceed in our ongoing discussions on curbing greenhouse gas emissions and 
becoming a more energy-efficient nation, I appreciate the opportunity to discuss build-
ing efficiency and its immense adaptability into our overall goals.  

With 40 percent of the United States’ energy consumption coming from commercial 
and residential buildings, raising efficiency and greening our buildings provides a clear 
path toward lowering our carbon footprint in a relatively low-cost yet highly scalable 
capacity. Already, local chapters of United States Green Building Councils have sprung 
up across the nation, promoting building projects that are efficient and sustainable.  

I want to bring attention to a project in my hometown of Wilson, North Carolina, that is 
saving energy and reducing emissions through the employment of effective design and 
engineering changes.  

Wilson Community College recently constructed a new Student Center on campus that 
was designed using the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) stan-
dards established by the U. S. Green Building Council. LEED certification at the gold 
level is targeted for the building.  

Energy efficient features of this building include high efficiency windows that operate 
automatically on a computerized climate control system; the use of natural light for 
building illumination; and solar collectors which provide heat and hot water. Studies us-
ing DOE assistance indicate that this building will use fifty to sixty percent less energy 
than a normal new building of similar size built to existing codes.  

The Wilson Community College Student Center’s efficiency improvements are pro-
jected to pay for themselves ten times over in energy savings during the building’s 
lifetime.  

I am impressed with the cost-effective steps my friends in Wilson have taken to im-
prove energy efficiency and reduce their carbon footprint. While it may not be feasible 
to assume that we can all use solar panels to heat our homes and businesses, replacing 
windows and appliances and other low-cost changes can make a tremendous impact on 
overall energy consumption. 

 I appreciate the opportunity to participate in this hearing and look forward to our wit-
nesses’ testimony on what we can do to spur others to take these progressive steps.
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